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To the past, present, and future

With endless appreciation:

My parents, John and Dianne

My bride, Margaret

And our children, Jack and Toula Lou


The moderation and virtue of a single character probably prevented this revolution from being closed, as most others have been, by a subversion of the liberty it was intended to establish.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON ON GEORGE WASHINGTON.
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INTRODUCTION

This is the story of the most famous American speech you’ve never read.

Once celebrated as civic scripture, more widely reprinted than the Declaration of Independence, George Washington’s Farewell Address is now almost forgotten. Our first founding father intended it to be his last political will and testament—the sum of his hard-won wisdom from a half-century of public service in war and peace.

Most political speeches are full of promises, New Deals and New Covenants. Washington’s Farewell was “a warning from a parting friend,” written for future generations of Americans about the forces he feared could destroy our democratic republic. Chief among these were hyper-partisanship, excessive debt and foreign wars—dangers we still struggle with today.

Washington also used his Farewell Address to proclaim first principles that could offer enduring solutions: the pursuit of peace through strength, the wisdom of moderation, the importance of virtue and education to a self-governing people, as he established the precedent of the peaceful transfer of power. This was Washington’s final revolutionary act: an open letter to the American people, not formally delivered in front of legislators, but published in a newspaper on September 19, 1796.

When he announced his retirement after two bruising terms as president, the success of the American experiment was far from certain. Just twenty years after the Declaration of Independence and less than a decade since the Constitution’s adoption, the country was erupting into opposing factions, even within Washington’s cabinet. Civil war seemed to be a real possibility.

The Articles of Confederation had been too weak to sustain the nation in the years after independence, requiring the triage of a closed-door Constitutional Convention and the election of Washington as the first president. There was no guarantee this incarnation of the republic would survive.

Already there were riots, insurrections and threats of secession. A sin tax on liquor provoked an armed “Whiskey Rebellion” in the western wilderness of Pennsylvania. Overseas, our revolutionary allies in France were overcome by a revolution of their own, as guillotine enthusiasts in the Jacobin regime dispatched ambassadors to undermine Washington’s government, with near-treasonous assistance from his own cabinet officers. In the president’s home state of Virginia, political opponents offered up a chilling toast: “a speedy death to Washington!”

Through sheer force of will and a gritty commitment to the governing principle of moderation, Washington kept these forces at bay while our infant independent nation gained enough strength to stand on its own.

None of it was easy. The old lion wanted to retire.

At age sixty-four, he still stood a head taller than most men, but his health was beginning to fail, sparking gossip among rivals that Washington was “growing old, his bodily health less firm, his memory always bad, becoming worse.” Always an uncomfortable public speaker, low-voiced and halting, his lack of oratorical confidence was at least in part a function of physical discomfort. The president was down to a single tooth, with a set of dentures hanging around a lonely left bicuspid. His artificial teeth were state-of-the-art for the time, but the man had a menagerie in his mouth: teeth carved from walrus tusks and hippopotamus bone (then sonorously known as “sea horse”) as well as the repurposed teeth of nine slaves. This required a clenched jaw and a minimum of smiles.

The most self-monitoring of men in public, Washington was becoming brittle and short-tempered in private, occasionally erupting into towering rages. Unaccustomed to direct criticism as a general on the battlefield, he was surprisingly thin-skinned when attacked in the political arena, complaining to Thomas Jefferson that he was being slandered by the press “in such exaggerated and indecent terms as could scarcely be applied to a Nero; a notorious defaulter; or even to a common pickpocket.”

Washington knew his time was running out, writing with uncharacteristic flourish to a friend that “the cares of office will I have no doubt hasten my departure for that country from whence no traveler returns.”

His sense of personal urgency was compounded by events. Storm clouds threatened our snug harbors on the Atlantic. Revolutions everywhere seemed to be devolving toward anarchy and terror. Washington understood that utopian dreams often turn into nightmares.

The implosion of democratic republics overseas sent shock waves: the idealism of the French Revolution turned to tyranny; Poland’s attempt at a parliamentary democracy became polarized and paralyzed; St. Domingue’s Caribbean slave rebellion was equal parts liberation and slaughter.

These stories filled the newspapers, adding pressure to America’s attempt to find a durable middle ground between monarchy and the mob. “Standing, as it were, in the midst of falling empires,” Washington wrote his secretary of war, Henry Knox, “it should be our aim to assume a station and attitude which will preserve us from being overwhelmed in their ruins.”

The founding fathers’ fascination—obsession is not too strong a word—with ancient Greece and Rome offered cautionary tales, warning about the forces that brought down past republics. Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire was a contemporary bestseller, sold in bookstores from Boston to Charleston, and was one of the most popular books in the congressional library.

Washington’s vice president, John Adams, believed “there never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.” Civilization was understood to be fragile, barbarians always at the gate.

George Washington had set his mind on a Farewell Address at the end of his first term. He assembled the greatest team of ghostwriters in history to help flesh out his ideas. First James Madison and then Alexander Hamilton—the once-friendly coauthors of the Federalist Papers—were summoned to work on the speech in secret, even as both schemed to create opposing political parties, against Washington’s wishes and in contradiction of the warning they helped him write. In bringing their words together, Washington hoped to create a document beyond partisanship, able to unite the nation.

To Washington, the success of a nation, like the success of an individual, was a matter of independence, integrity, and industry. The character of a nation mattered as much as the character of a man or woman. His Farewell Address represented lessons taken from his time as a surveyor, soldier, farmer, revolutionary general, entrepreneur, and president, drawing on sources as diverse as the Bible, the Constitution, and his favorite play, Cato. It was the work of a lifetime, an autobiography of ideas.

The 6,088-word, fifty-four-paragraph text—longer than the original draft of the Constitution—had been written and rewritten over five years. His beloved step-granddaughter Nelly Custis would recall decades later, in a previously unpublished letter, watching “President Washington repeatedly in the act of writing the ‘Farewell Address’ in the day time, and also at night by the candlestick.”

Washington’s Farewell Address was not read aloud before an audience. Instead of delivering the news like a European king, he delivered it directly to the American people through one of the 100 newspapers in the nation. He chose the independent-minded American Daily Advertiser, whose offices were five blocks down the street from the executive mansion in Philadelphia. He submitted it almost nine years to the day after the Constitution was signed.

Addressed to his “friends and fellow citizens,” the news of Washington’s decision not to run for reelection, establishing the two-term tradition, was unceremoniously bunched between advertisements for slaves, rum and tobacco.

This book tells the story of the Farewell Address: its secret composition, deeper meanings, and outsized impact from Washington’s time to our own. It offers an intimate look into both the Founding Fathers’ bitter personal battles and the values they fought to secure. Then, as now, politics is history in the present tense. It is a tale of intrigue amid the founding of the two-party system and the struggle of the first president to save the United States from self-destruction. Through it all, Washington worked to establish “a standard to which the wise and honest can repair.”
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THERE ARE FOUNDING FATHERS WHO are famous for their writing. Washington is not one of them. Jefferson had the heroic rhythm and flow of the Declaration. Adams could be acerbic, puffed up, pretentious and funny. Hamilton was a live wire of insights and attitude. Madison was all about ideas, philosophy in form and function.

Washington took a soldier’s approach to his correspondence, direct and mission driven. He declared “with me it has always been a maxim rather to let my designs appear from my works than by my expressions.” He was nonetheless prolific with his pen, cutting the quills himself and writing in his enviably neat, rightward-leaning script.

“Few men who had so little leisure have written so much,” attested his friend and first Supreme Court chief justice, John Jay. “His public letters alone are voluminous, and public opinion has done justice to their merits.”

“His education had been confined,” acknowledged his frequent dining companion, Henrietta Liston, the vivacious wife of the postwar British ambassador. “He knew no language but his own, and expressed himself in that rather forcibly than elegantly. . . . Letter writing seemed in him a peculiar talent. His style was plain, correct, and nervous.”

Washington was painstakingly modest but not without a sense of his place in history. He kept his papers carefully organized at Mount Vernon—totaling more than 100,000 letters, manuscripts, drafts, and diaries—so mindful of history’s eyes that he reached back to edit some of his early letters during his retirement. He knew posterity was watching, considering his papers “a species of public property, sacred in my hands.” The Farewell Address was his greatest work.

It did not emerge in a single moment of inspiration. The Farewell Address’s essential insights can be found in Washington’s previous farewell to the nation, when he resigned his commission as general of the Continental Army in 1783, while offering parting advice for the nation he saw poised between greatness and great danger.

The maxims that he established after the Revolutionary War remained his bedrock throughout the presidency: a strong central government led by an independent chief executive, the transformative power of trade and commerce, and the importance of religion and education in building the character of the country.

At his death in December 1799, two weeks before the end of the century, Washington completed his Farewell Address with a personal coda—a written will that announced his intention to free his slaves—finally confronting, inartfully and incompletely, the core contradiction of slavery.

As the nation mourned, a new struggle began over the afterlife of Washington’s ideas. From the torching of the White House in the War of 1812 to the fraying ties between North and South, the Farewell Address helped reconcile competing factions for generations.

Supreme Court chief justice John Marshall regarded Washington’s Farewell as a source of “precepts to which the American statesmen cannot too frequently recur.” Washington’s sometime friend and frequent rival Thomas Jefferson, who devoted so much subterranean energy to attacking his presidential policies, nonetheless directed the newly formed University of Virginia to assign the Farewell Address to all law school students as one of “the best guides” to “the distinctive principles of the government . . . of the United States.” The Monroe Doctrine codified its advice in foreign affairs. A generation later, President Andrew Jackson devoted his own Farewell Address to a meditation on the “voice of prophecy” of Washington’s Farewell and its warnings against secession.

As the Civil War approached, both North and South used the Farewell Address as a rhetorical weapon, the ultimate patriotic primary source. Advocates for Union, such as Henry Clay and Daniel Webster, cited the speech under the Capitol dome, warning southern colleagues not to give in to the temptation of secession, lest they violate Washington’s Farewell advice. Abraham Lincoln repeatedly referred to it in his 1860 campaign stump speech. Mississippi senator Jefferson Davis, the future president of the Confederacy, tried to twist Washington into a partisan figure, refusing to pay for drafts of the Farewell Address to be enshrined in the Library of Congress at taxpayer expense, cloaking the snub in arguments for fiscal discipline. He and other Confederates claimed Washington as one of their own, a slave-owning southern rebel.

In the wake of the Civil War, the Farewell Address was quoted to bind the wounds between the states through the power of public education. It became required reading, a benign form of civic indoctrination, taught in schools and recited in public squares on Washington’s birthday.

The Farewell Address was quoted on stamps, slapped on postcards and baseball cards; it was used to sell candlesticks. When Thomas Edison pioneered recorded cylinders, a reading of the Washington’s Farewell was among the first recordings sent to market. In The Power of Myth, Joseph Campbell recalled, “When I was a boy, we were given George Washington’s Farewell Address and told to outline the whole thing, every single statement in relation to every other one. So I remember it absolutely.”

But in the wake of the First World War, the Farewell Address began to fall out of favor. Two Washington scholars—President Woodrow Wilson and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge—squared off on whether the United States should enter the League of Nations, debating the meaning and applicability of the Farewell.

By the Second World War, Americans had turned from Washington’s advice about the dangers of permanent foreign alliances out of practical necessity. A parade of conservatives, cranks and conspiracists picked up its banner, the lowlight being a Nazi front group known as the German American Bund, which made the Farewell the centerpiece of a sinister rally in Madison Square Garden in which they proclaimed George Washington “the first Nazi.”

Over time, the Farewell was eclipsed by the Gettysburg Address as America’s go-to civic scripture. Lincoln’s speech is approachable: a rhythmic, flowing 272 words, rather than 6,088 words at a steep incline. Which would you rather memorize? The Gettysburg Address was the New Testament to Washington’s Old Testament, a poetic promise of life after death, rather than rules of behavior dispatched by a distant god.
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WASHINGTON’S INSISTENCE ON SELF-MASTERY CAN make him seem cold and unapproachable. His birthday, once celebrated as “America’s Political Christmas,” is now distinguished primarily by a long winter weekend, bundled up with other presidents. Few films dramatize his life, even as popular attention is lavished upon his surrogate sons of the revolution. But behind the dutiful portraits that show a dour face dotted with impassive eyes was a passionate, ambitious man who worked tirelessly to achieve independence for his country and himself.

The Farewell Address is still read aloud each year in the U.S. Senate, the honor alternating between Democrats and Republicans, intended to serve as a reminder of the obligations Washington imposed on his inheritors—a tribute given to no other speech in our nation. It has inspired other presidents, most famously Dwight D. Eisenhower, to encapsulate their own farsighted farewell warnings about the existential threats facing our republic. But the only contemporary hardcover edition of the Farewell Address currently in print misstates the date of publication—it’s labeled September 17 rather than 19—and declares that the speech was “delivered to the assembled members of Congress.” The Farewell’s most famous dictum—no entangling alliances—never actually appears in the address, while its core warning against hyper-partisanship has been ignored. Basic details have been lost alongside its central place in the civic debates of our nation.

Now, in the early decades of the twenty-first century, there is renewed anxiety about America’s future, a tendency to view our nation in decline as other empires rise overseas. The same anxiety might drive us to reflect on first principles and there is no better primary source than our first president’s lessons for future generations.

The durable wisdom of the Farewell Address deserves greater appreciation and it is just beginning to receive wider recognition. In recent years it has been cited by The Daily Show on election night and inspired a song in the hip-hop musical Hamilton.

In the Farewell, liberals and conservatives can both find evidence to buoy their political faiths while challenging their claims to represent the “real” beliefs of the founding fathers. Our first and only independent president, Washington steered clear of the partisan fray. He refused to be subjected to an ideological straitjacket, preferring to walk a centrist path that avoided excesses and the unintended consequences of overextension in politics, finance and foreign policy. The Farewell expresses a set of foundational principles so deeply embedded in our national character that they do not seem as distinct on the surface as the partisan clashes that echo on in the name of Jefferson and Hamilton.

Washington’s influence endures in a political philosophy of independence. It is based on a belief in a strong and inclusive government, led by an independent-minded executive, pursuing military and economic strength to avoid a dangerous dependence on foreign nations. Washingtonians believe in the governing principle of moderation, balancing idealism with realism, rejecting overextension and separatism from whatever the source. They strive to find a wise balance between individual liberty and generational responsibility.

Today, we need only take the Farewell Address down from the shelf and dust it off to make this old story new again, connecting the past and present with the future. It can still achieve Washington’s aim by helping us to reunite our nation and re-center our politics. It can teach lessons rooted in Washington’s life.

As historian Daniel Boorstin wrote: “The heirs of Jefferson and Madison would be the Democratic-Republicans, the heirs of Hamilton and Adams would be the Federalists. But the heirs of Washington would be all Americans.”



SECTION I

THE CRISIS OF CREATION
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If you travel to Philadelphia and stand at the corner of Market and Sixth Streets, you’ll see the bare bones of an outdoor exhibit on the site where George Washington lived and worked during the last six years of his presidency. Except for the white spire of Independence Hall looming a block away, it is an uninspiring installation. But even this half-hearted marker, officially designated as a memorial to America’s original sin of slavery, is an improvement over the public toilet, slapped with a small brass plaque, that squatted here for a half century.

The indignity came after the three-and-a-half-story red-brick building—occupied by two presidents and their families, senior staff, nine slaves, and seventeen servants—was briefly repurposed as a hotel, then a storefront topped by a boardinghouse.

The executive mansion was torn down in 1832 and replaced by a series of shops, including a ladies’ shirtwaist factory, a party provision store named Zorn’s, and a Laundromat loftily called “Washington Hall,” at the heart of a busy downtown business district. The only suggestion of the original presence was a whisper of its outline visible on an adjoining brick building. In 1954, the block was demolished to accommodate the creation of the Liberty Mall.

But once upon a time, this was the place where the precedent of the American presidency was established every day amid tumultuous fights that threatened the young republic’s life just twenty years after its birth.

So set your mind to 1796, as the sounds of cars and sirens give way to horse hooves and wagon wheels on cobblestone. The streets smell of manure, the rooms of tobacco. Americans are celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence as Tennessee becomes the sixteenth state to join the Union. The first U.S. passport is issued, the first American cookbook is published, and the first elephant arrives on American soil, as a curiosity from India. Most momentous, George Washington announces he is walking away from the power of the presidency, kicking off the first real presidential campaign.

By the end of his second term, two party factions had emerged, fighting for dominance as the president struggled to stay above the fray. Attacked on all sides, while keeping faith with what he called the “arduous trust of the presidency,” Washington delivered his country to his successors in far better condition than he found it. As Supreme Court chief justice and New York governor John Jay wrote, “His administration raised the nation out of confusion into order; out of degradation and distress into reputation and prosperity; it found us withering; it left us flourishing.”

Two blocks from the Philadelphia executive mansion were the offices of warring partisan newspapers, getting into the groove of freedom by hurling insults at the president. And on one stormy Monday, this spot was the hinge upon which American history turned.

On the afternoon of September 19, 1796, readers of Claypoole’s American Daily Advertiser paid six cents and scanned the front page to find the customary catalogue of want-ads and items for sale: Irish linens; Madeira wine, and runaway slaves.

When they opened the paper to the second and third pages, they found the space almost entirely occupied by a single item of dense text, addressed to “The People of the United States,” beginning with the words “Friends and Fellow Citizens,” and signed simply at the end in small type, G. Washington.

It was the scoop of a century—a retirement notice that would change the world. President Washington, the father of the unruly nation, announced that he would not seek a third term. With his decision, fears about American democracy devolving into a dictatorship were ended, but an uncertain future now lay ahead.

George Washington was not a chatty man and his farewell could have been as brisk and cordial as much of his official correspondence. He announced his intended departure right at the top, then writing after six taut paragraphs: “Here, perhaps, I ought to stop.”

But he did not stop there. “A solicitude for your welfare, which cannot end but with my life, and the apprehension of danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me, on an occasion like the present, to offer to your solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your frequent review, some sentiments which are the result of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, and which appear to me all-important to the permanency of your felicity as a people.”

They were, he wrote, “the disinterested warnings of a parting friend.”

And so Washington laid out his vision for the nation he believed was in danger from forces within and without. In uncommonly personal language, he summed up a lifetime in his nation’s service. The Farewell Address captured Washington as a man in full—a soldier, farmer, entrepreneur and statesman, an autodidact insecure in his professional talents but supremely confident in his personal pursuit of character.

Washington worked for months on the document with his mercurial former Treasury secretary Alexander Hamilton, building on an earlier draft written with his once close ally turned adversary, Congressman James Madison, and finally edited by John Jay—reuniting the rowdy band of brothers who had written the Federalist Papers arguing for ratification of the Constitution.

Before publication, Washington made final line edits by candlelight and closed the address on a personal note: “I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat in which I promise myself to realize, without alloy, the sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the midst of my fellow-citizens, the benign influence of good laws under a free government, the ever-favorite object of my heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labors, and dangers.”

As the news spread on the streets of Philadelphia, George and Martha Washington were already gone, their bags packed by slaves in the shadow of Independence Hall, rolling on the three-day journey toward their beloved Mount Vernon on the banks of the Potomac.



The First Farewell
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He had a genius for goodbyes. Washington’s first farewell occurred thirteen years before, in June 1783, as he prepared to resign his commission as commander in chief of the victorious Continental Army to return to his farm. Like a modern-day Cincinnatus, the modesty of the move guaranteed his greatness. It was a revolutionary gesture, causing King George III to remark, “If he does that, he will be the greatest man in the world.”

After proclaiming a day of jubilee, complete with an extra ration of rum for soldiers, bonfires on mountain-tops and fireworks thundering above the Hudson River, Washington set his mind to retirement, writing a friend that “before I retire from public life, I shall with the greatest freedom give my sentiments to the States on several political subjects.”

He marked the moment by writing a 4,000-word address to the American people, scratching out the text in a stone Dutch farmhouse perched above the Hudson in the hamlet of Newburgh, New York. Washington had lived there in something close to comfort for two years with Martha after the upheaval of combat on the run required him to sleep in more than 200 homes over eight years.

It was a time of celebration but the general called it a moment of “crisis.” Washington offered his parting advice on how to establish the foundation of an independent nation absent the common enemy that had united the thirteen colonies. The ideas flowed from his wartime experiences—struggles with a divided, dysfunctional Congress, insufficient funds, and crippling debt, compounded by a lack of resolve by the new citizens of the United States.

Washington asked that his letter be read aloud by the governors of the thirteen colonies at the commencement of the next session of their state legislatures—a means of distribution known as a Circular Letter to the States, of which he had availed himself eleven times during the course of the war.

General Washington intended this to be his Farewell Address—and it was alternately called his “Legacy” and “Farewell Address” in the decade that separated it from the end of his presidency. Here he established the roots of his concerns and remedies, articulating many of the principles and policies he would execute as president and enshrine in his final farewell.

Yes, this was a time for celebration and appreciation, but the success of the revolution had only brought the American people a heavier responsibility: “At this auspicious period, the United States came into existence as a nation, and if their citizens should not be completely free and happy, the fault will be entirely their own.”

“This is the moment to establish or ruin their national character forever,” Washington continued. “It is yet to be decided whether the Revolution must ultimately be considered as a blessing or a curse: a blessing or a curse, not to the present age alone, for with our fate will the destiny of unborn millions be involved.”

And so he delineated “four things, which I humbly conceive are essential to the well being, I may even venture to say, to the existence of the United States as an independent power.”

The first was “an indissoluble Union of the States under one federal head.” Washington wanted to ensure that the states would resist any separatist impulse, believing that a strong central government led by a president was the surest way to preserve the republic. He wrote this without any assumption or intimation that he would be the nominee for this national office.

Second came “a sacred regard to public justice,” by which he meant not only a fair judicial system, but more specifically a congressional commitment to pay the revolutionary soldiers what they were owed. Already, states were skirting their larger commitments once the war had been won. Paying debts was essential to the stable credit of a nation and Washington believed those debts should begin at home with the heroes whose sacrifice had made independence possible.

Third, Washington called for “the adoption of a proper peace establishment,” which was an ornate way of calling for a standing American army. This was controversial. Throughout history republics had been undone by overgrown military establishments, but in a earlier dispatch titled “Sentiments on a Peace Establishment,” Washington had counteracted this conventional wisdom by arguing that a permanent continental army, supplemented by state militias, could curtail individual state expense while making the prospect of reconquest less attractive to the British and other aggressive colonizers.

Fourth and finally, Washington made a passionate case for cultivating an identity as American citizens that would elevate national unity over local loyalties, inducing “them to forget their local prejudices and policies, to make those mutual concessions which are requisite to the general prosperity, and in some instances, to sacrifice their individual advantages to the interest of the community.” In the eternal balance between individual rights and community obligations, Washington believed that there were times that the national interest trumped individual self-interest, especially in the early, unstable years of the young republic, when the failure of one could bring the destruction of the other.

“These are the pillars on which the glorious fabric of our independency and national character must be supported,” Washington wrote. He was declaring his personal political credo that would guide him for the rest of his life: the elevation of the common good over narrow self-interest, aided by an energetic central government, animated by the pursuit of justice through moderation.

The response was rapturous. One newspaper correspondent wrote, “When I read General Washington’s circular letter, I imagine myself in the presence of the great General of the twelve United States of Israel.”

Five months later, on November 25, Washington led his troops on a triumphant march from Newburgh into the city of New York—then just 4,000 homes on the southern tip of Manhattan—timing his victorious arrival with the departure of the final British troops on ships packed with loyalists and their furniture headed for the chilly hinterlands of Nova Scotia. The anniversary was celebrated for more than a century as “Evacuation Day.”

They met the first celebrating group of New Yorkers at what is today Union Square, where a statue of Washington on horseback still stands. He traveled down the Boston Post Road and sought a quick break at the Bull’s Head Tavern, a stagecoach stop and cattle market just north of the city limits near the corner of Bowery and Delancey Streets, where he raised a glass to liberty and New Yorkers did the same. A young woman who witnessed the event recalled decades later, “[As] I looked at them, and thought upon all they’d done and suffered for us, my heart and eyes were full, and I admired and gloried in them all the more, because they were weather-beaten and forlorn.”

The party continued for more than a week. On December 4, hours before he was scheduled to resign his commission and return home, Washington summoned Continental Army officers to Fraunces Tavern on Pearl Street for a “turtle feast” and heartfelt farewell to his patriotic band of brothers.

The tavern had been the meeting place for an early group of revolutionaries known as the Sons of Liberty, and its owner—a West Indian immigrant named Samuel Fraunces—had helped stop a poisoning plot against Washington by a member of his own security detail, a group known quite literally as “Life Guards.” Now, in the long room of his restaurant, Fraunces hosted the officers who had won the war and Washington raised a glass: “With a heart full of love and gratitude, I now take leave of you: I most devoutly wish that your latter days may be as prosperous and happy, as your former ones have been glorious and honorable.” Grown men cried and even the famously self-controlled Washington got a bit teary-eyed. The scope of the party took some of the sting out of the sorrow: the 120 guests drained 135 bottles of Madeira and 60 bottles of beer.

After an early morning departure, Washington made his way by boat to Annapolis, Maryland, where he officially resigned his commission to the members of the Continental Congress, then rode to Mount Vernon.



Washington at Home
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He arrived on Christmas Eve, determined to enjoy his first holiday at home in eight years.

Over four days of celebration, there were thousands of pounds of bacon consumed, gallons of homemade rye whiskey, and what he called an “attack of Christmas pies”: layers of meat heaped inside a sturdy crust—turkey, goose, fowl, partridge and pigeon—seasoned with nutmeg, cloves, mace, pepper and salt and slathered with four pounds of butter, all cooked together for at least four hours. For dessert, there was Martha’s “great cake”—containing 40 eggs, 4 pounds of butter, 4 pounds of powdered sugar, 5 pounds of fruit and a half pint of wine and brandy thrown in for good measure. Stir in Washington’s extended family and more than a handful of friends and it was a welcome end to nearly a decade on the run. Martha hoped that “from this moment we should have been left to grow old in solitude and tranquility together.”

There was reason for Martha to hope. Washington’s seldom seen playful side emerged at Mount Vernon. As one measure of whimsy, his dogs’ names included Sweetlips, Truelove, Drunkard, Music, Mopsey and Vulcan.

As a young man, after nursing the hurt of an unrequited love for his best friend’s wife, he had opted for a practical match with Martha, a wealthy widow. Decades later, he counseled a friend that “more permanent and genuine happiness is to be found in the sequestered walks of connubial life, than in the giddy rounds of promiscuous pleasure.”

But in the prime of life, he was no prude, appreciating attractive women and indulging in the occasional bawdy joke among close friends. He loved dancing, horseback riding, attending the theater, fishing and fireworks.

Washington rose around 4 a.m.I in the blue-black predawn and breakfasted at 7 a.m. on Indian cakes with honey and tea. He shared the founders’ comforting mania for self-improvement and punctuated his day with long horseback rides, surveying his four farms. He took his dinner promptly at 4 p.m. (fish was a favorite dish), which he washed down with “from half a pint to a pint of Madeira wine.” One visitor to Mount Vernon recounted, “The General with a few glasses of champagne got quite merry, and being with his intimate friends laughed and talked a good deal. Before strangers he is very reserved, and seldom says a word.”

If there is a degree of defensiveness in this recounting of Washington’s sense of humor, it’s because history hasn’t recorded him cracking many jokes or even cracking much of a smile. There’s a famous story about Washington’s insistence on personal distance: Alexander Hamilton bet their friend Gouverneur Morris that he couldn’t saddle up to the general at a party and put his arm around him in a display of easy familiarity. When Morris walked up, draped an arm over Washington’s shoulder, and exclaimed, “My dear general, how happy I am to see you looking so well,” Washington greeted the arm with cold alarm and removed the offending appendage. Morris beat a quick retreat, to Hamilton’s amusement.

“Washington was not fluent nor ready in conversation, and was inclined to be taciturn in general society,” agreed James Madison in an interview with Washington’s early biographer, Harvard president Jared Sparks. Yet “in the company of two or three intimate friends, he was talkative, and when a little excited was sometimes fluent and even eloquent.” “The story so often repeated of his never laughing,” Madison continued, was “wholly untrue; no man seemed more to enjoy gay conversation, though he took little part in it himself. He was particularly pleased with the jokes, good humor, and hilarity of his companions.”

Behind the mask of command, Washington could be earthy and inquisitive. Among his hobbies was animal husbandry, breeding the mules that would one day become synonymous with the South. He requested a jackass from the Spanish king and dubbed it “Royal Gift.” But when a mare was placed in a paddock, with Washington urging on the breeding from an arm’s length away, the Spanish jackass looked askance after a sniff or two and declined to consummate the relationship.

For all his accomplishments, what really inspired Washington was the life of a farmer. “It is honorable, it is amusing, and with judicious management, it is profitable,” he wrote a friend in 1788. “To see plants rise from the Earth and flourish by the superior skill and bounty of the laborer fills a contemplative mind with ideas which are more easy to be conceived than expressed.”

But the life of a gentleman farmer was made possible by slavery. Washington was one of the largest slave owners in Virginia, having inherited most of his 300 slaves from his wife’s first husband.

As a budding revolutionary, he had taken a surprising antislavery stand as a leading member of the Virginia House of Burgesses, backing a sternly worded resolution: “During our present difficulties and distress, no slaves ought to be imported into any of the British colonies on this continent, and we take this opportunity of declaring our most earnest wishes to see an entire stop forever put to such a wicked, cruel, and unnatural trade.”

Whatever progress was marked by those words was undercut, not just by a lack of follow-through from Washington and his fellow legislators, but also by the moral myopia of the planter elite. After all, Washington and his fellow Virginia freemen told the Crown: “we will use every means which Heaven hath given us to prevent our becoming its slaves.” Washington went to war against the metaphorical slavery of British rule while practicing literal slavery himself.

During the war, Washington approved the enlistment of free blacks into the Continental Army, reversing his previous opposition, and witnessed the bravery of black soldiers in battle. His closest personal aide during the war was a biracial slave named Billy Lee, who accompanied him into conflicts and earned a place alongside the general in multiple portraits. But Billy Lee was the exception and not the rule.

After the war’s end, Washington increasingly found his slaves both a moral and financial burden, privately writing that it was “a great repugnance” for him to buy more slaves, describing them as “that species of property which I have no inclination to possess.” He wanted to see the United States evolve out of the injustice of slavery, but he was captive to its cruel economy.

At Mount Vernon, he busied himself with the business of the farm and enthusiastically obsessed over a scheme to spur interstate commerce through a series of canals as a way of spreading prosperity and mutual dependence that could curtail any separatist impulses.

But Washington’s retirement from public service did not last. A weak central government under the Articles of Confederation accelerated his anxieties about whether the United States was ready for the responsibilities of liberty. An impotent Congress was treated with contempt by its members, who rarely showed up for meetings as debts piled high without the collective will to pay them.

Washington wrote in frustration to Virginia governor Benjamin Harrison, who was married to Martha’s cousin, that “the disinclination of the individual States to yield competent powers to Congress for the federal government—their unreasonable jealousy of that body and of one another . . . will, if there is not a change in the system, be our downfall as a nation. This is as clear to me as the A, B, C; and I think we have opposed Great Britain, and have arrived at the present state of peace and independency, to very little purpose, if we cannot conquer our own prejudices.”

Washington reached for a poetic metaphor to describe the self-indulgence of the states: “Like a young heir, come a little prematurely to a large inheritance, we shall wanton and run riot until we have brought our reputation to the brink of ruin, and then like him shall have to labor with the current of opinion when compelled perhaps, to do what prudence and common policy pointed out as plain as any problem in Euclid, in the first instance.”

Threats came from the right and left. The states’ failure to pay their debts led to the promiscuous printing of paper currency, which fueled inflation that sunk debtors even deeper in the hole and added to the insult of increased local land taxes. This hit farmers the hardest.

In August 1786, Continental Army captain Daniel Shays had enough. The veteran of the Battle of Bunker Hill was deep in debt, anxious that the taxman would seize his meager Massachusetts farm. Local jails were full of otherwise honest debtors and this didn’t feel like the liberty he’d been promised. So he donned his old uniform and began armed drills with a homegrown agrarian army. Their local tax rebellion consisted of fellow veterans determined to derail bankruptcy proceedings amid rumbles about common property. Judges faced the armed protestors and fled.

As the drumbeat spread throughout New England, Shays won converts and there was talk of marching on Boston. Congress again proved impotent to raise funds to tamp down the insurgency. Only when some 1,500 supporters tried to storm the armory in Springfield, Massachusetts, was there organized response from local militias that put Shays’s rebellious band on the run.

Washington watched Shays’ Rebellion with alarm, writing General Henry Knox, “If three years ago any person had told me that at this day, I should see such a formidable rebellion against the laws and constitutions of our own making as now appears I should have thought him a bedlamite—a fit subject for a mad house.”

Here was the mobocracy that democratic skeptics warned against. Madison believed that Shays’ Rebellion “contributed more to that uneasiness which produced the [Constitutional] Convention, and prepared the public mind for a general reform” than all the failings of the Articles of Confederation.

Washington agreed. “We have probably had too good an opinion of human nature in forming our confederation,” he wrote. “Experience has taught us that men will not adopt and carry into execution measures the best calculated for their own good without the intervention of a coercive power.” A strong central government led by an effective executive was needed, as Washington had warned.

Amid the drift, whispers of monarchy were returning. The German-born revolutionary veteran General Steuben wrote Prussia’s Prince Henry at the request of a member of Congress to ask whether he would consider becoming the constitutional monarch of the United States, replacing one inbred king with another.

To Washington, this longing for a monarch was as threatening as Shays’ Rebellion. “I am told that even respectable characters speak of a monarchal form of government without horror,” he wrote to John Jay. “From thinking proceeds speaking, thence to acting is often but a single step. But how irrevocable and tremendous! What a triumph for the advocates of despotism to find that we are incapable of governing ourselves, and that systems founded on the basis of equal liberty are merely ideal and fallacious!” They had come too far to die by suicide.

While Washington insisted, “it is not my business to embark again on a sea of troubles,” he had already begun work with James Madison. Dour and dressed like a tiny pilgrim, Madison was a small and sickly legislator blessed with a sharp mind and tireless work ethic that allowed him to outshine more charismatic colleagues. Together they created a new vision of self-government, one in which “a liberal and energetic Constitution, well guarded and closely watched . . . might restore us to that degree of respectability and consequence to which we had a fair claim, and the brightest prospect of attaining.”

Despite the obvious deficiencies of the Articles of Confederation, there did not seem to be much urgency on the part of most delegates to the first Constitutional Convention, in Annapolis. Only five showed up on time. After a follow-up meeting was announced at Independence Hall in Philadelphia for “the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation,” Washington had to wait thirteen days for the minimum seven states’ representatives to appear so that he could gavel the proceedings to order as the convention’s president.

Washington’s stature gave the private proceedings legitimacy. He was enormously tall for his time, more than six feet two inches. He enhanced his presence with an eye toward dignified dress, wearing his wartime uniform to the opening of the Constitutional Convention. Experience expanded his aura of authority: more than half of the fifty-five representatives had served under his command in the war.

With delegates ranging in age from 26 to 81—their average age was 42—Washington took time to lobby members over tea and at taverns after the day’s work had ended. Even in the closed-door sessions, where he refrained from speaking, his eyes betrayed his judgments and delegates sought his approval.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the Constitutional Convention succeeded because of Washington’s place at the helm and his universally presumed presence as the first chief executive. A South Carolina delegate, Pierce Butler, testified to his impact: “Many of the members cast their eyes towards General Washington as President, and shaped their ideas of the powers to be given to a President by their opinions of his virtue.”

In the end, after reversals of fortune and the division of the Virginia delegation, compromise reigned with the creation of three equal branches of government and a two-tiered legislature that balanced the needs of small and large states. Contentious moral issues such as the legality of slavery were shelved in favor of securing support from southern states. The new Constitution passed with 39 votes of the 55 delegates present. Not everyone was happy with the outcome. Washington’s neighbor, George Mason, threatened to cut off his hand rather than sign the document, while Patrick Henry, the man who proclaimed “Give me liberty or give me death,” compared the Constitution to the tyranny of King George III. But the deed was done and now subject to state ratification.

On the ride home to Mount Vernon after five long months away from Martha, accompanied by a four-volume set of Don Quixote he purchased the day the Constitution was signed, Washington’s stagecoach nearly slipped off a treacherous bridge in a torrential storm. One horse fell fifteen feet, almost pulling the coach and occupant into the murky and turbulent Elk River.

The fight for state ratification of the Constitution was more fierce than the negotiations over drafting it. Washington accepted many of his friends’ opposition even as he defended his decision, explaining in nearly identical letters to Patrick Henry and Benjamin Harrison, “I wish the Constitution which is offered had been made more perfect, but I sincerely believe it is the best that could be obtained at this time.” He notably did not believe that the Constitution should be seen as an infallible document, telling his nephew Bushrod, a future Supreme Court justice, “I do not conceive that we are more inspired—have more wisdom—or possess more virtue than those who will come after us.”

Washington was careful to seem above the political fray, watching the fights from afar, reading local papers, and exchanging letters to get the latest gossip on its chances for passage. But in reading over the pro and con arguments, he became more convinced that the Constitution had struck the right balance. The overheated objections arguing that it carried the seeds of tyranny were specious and self-interested: “It is clear to my conception that no government before introduced among mankind ever contained so many checks and such efficacious restraints to prevent it from degenerating into any species of oppression.”

The debates over the Constitution seeded the first partisan divides in the nation—the Federalists, who were in favor of ratification, versus the Anti-Federalists (though as Congressman Elbridge Gerry slyly noted, it would have been far more favorable for opponents of the Constitution to frame the debate as being between the “Rats” and “Anti-Rats”). Underlying the battles was an enduring ideological conflict: advocates of a more centralized government against advocates for states’ rights, urban versus rural America, split broadly between North and South.

Support for the Constitution was bolstered by arguments supplied by Madison, Hamilton, and Jay in the Federalist Papers. The three framed the debate at a breakneck pace, publishing eighty-seven articles under the byline “Publius”—taking the name of an ancient Roman aristocrat who toppled the monarchy and established the republic—between October 1787 and the following August.

“It seems to have been reserved to the people of this country,” explained Hamilton in the first dispatch for New York’s Independent Journal, “to decide the important question, whether societies of men are really capable or not of establishing good government from reflection and choice, or whether they are forever destined to depend, for their political constitutions, on accident and force.” The founders knew they were playing for history’s highest stakes.

The great gamble paid off. One by one, state conventions fell into line. First came Delaware, followed by Pennsylvania and New Jersey. With the mid-Atlantic states secure, most southern states came next, though tiny, perpetually problematic Rhode Island and North Carolina declined to ratify. New York and Virginia were in effect the two biggest swing states. But with New Hampshire’s vote on June 21, 1788, the Constitution was adopted to the clanging of church bells that Washington could hear from his portico at Mount Vernon.

Looking back on the moment years later, Washington pronounced it “the new constellation of this hemisphere” and “a new phenomenon in the political and moral world, and an astonishing victory gained by enlightened reason over brutal force.”



I. When asked by General Henry Lee about the secret to his enormous efficiency, Washington replied, “Sir, I rise at four o’clock, and a great deal of my work is done while others are still asleep.”



A Reluctant President
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High-minded moments of self-congratulation were short-lived. With ratification came calls for Washington to assume the office of president. Even before the official vote, he was busy trying to tie up his affairs at Mount Vernon, struggling to secure a loan to pay off his debts while preparing an inaugural address.

Washington worried that he had more to lose than gain by becoming the first president of the United States. He was uncertain of his capacity to serve as a head of state and always covetous of his most precious possession, his reputation. All was not well on the home front, either. Martha was not pleased about the prospective move to New York City undercutting her dreams of a well-deserved retirement. She never cared for politics. Pleading domestic responsibilities, she declined to accompany her husband to his inaugural.

Against this anxious backdrop, Washington began working on the first inaugural address in the winter of 1789. He entrusted the task to his wartime aide-de-camp David Humphreys, a Yale-educated schoolteacher and sometime poet who irritated his colleagues with late-night poetry readings. Humphreys had the advantage of proximity. After the war he lived at Mount Vernon, serving as Washington’s personal secretary. But Humphreys did not have the gift of brevity, and his first draft of the inaugural ran seventy-three pages, a rolling rumination of patriotic aphorisms, prayer, directions to Congress and denials of dynastic ambition.

Included in the draft were some memorable lines that have survived the scissors of early biographers and admirers, most notably when Washington was to declare, “I rejoice in the belief that mankind will reverse the absurd position that the many were made for the few; and that they will not continue slaves in one part of the globe, when they can be freemen in another.”

Washington copied the speech into his own hand and sent the draft off to James Madison to review in early January 1789 after asking for the most secure means of delivering such a “private and confidential” letter. Madison pronounced it “so strange a production” and quickly decamped to Mount Vernon for a week, where they worked on a new, slimmer draft.

On April Fool’s Day, 1789, Washington wrote General Knox, “my movements to the chair of government will be accompanied by feelings not unlike those of a culprit who is going to the place of his execution.” Two weeks later, he left Mount Vernon, confessing to his diary that he possessed “a mind oppressed with more anxious and painful sensations than I have words to express.” The Pennsylvania Packet described his departure for duty in dramatic terms: Washington had chosen to “bid adieu to the peaceful retreat of Mount Vernon, in order to save his country once more from confusion and anarchy.”

On the seven-day, 240-mile trip to New York, Washington was greeted with petal-strewn streets and triumphal arches, finding it all a bit embarrassing. He crossed the Hudson into the capital city on a barge surrounded by tall ships and celebratory cannon fire, accompanied by the strains of “God Save the King.” The city boasted a population of 50,000 people, but the character of the city was already established. As John Adams complained, “They talk very loud, very fast and altogether. If they ask you a question, before you can utter three words of your answer they will break out upon you again and talk away.”

New York transformed its old City Hall into a national capital at the hands of French-born revolutionary veteran Pierre Charles L’Enfant, who fitted the structure with marble columns and sixteen-foot windows, establishing the Federalist style of architecture for the cost of $32,000 raised by local citizens. Inside, the walls were adorned with thirteen stars to symbolize the states and a motif of arrows and olive branches underneath forty-six-foot-high ceilings where the House and Senate met.

On the morning of April 30, Washington took the oath of office in the second-floor portico at the top of Broad Street. He wore white stockings and a modest brown broadcloth suit specially ordered from the Hartford Woolen Manufactory in Connecticut, with metal buttons adorned with eagles, while a ceremonial sword hung by his side. The city overflowed with tourists from across the nation, some sleeping in hastily erected tents. A sea of upturned faces packed every street and alley spread out before him.

Washington spoke in such a low voice that even those close craned their necks to hear him. After improvising “So help me God” and kissing a Bible from a local Masonic temple placed on a crimson pillow, he was proclaimed president of the United States, received a thirteen-gun salute amid deafening cheers and then walked into the Senate Chamber to deliver his inaugural address, interposing the personal and the political, the opportunities and the responsibilities of the moment:

There is no truth more thoroughly established, than that there exists in the economy and course of nature, an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness, between duty and advantage, between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy, and the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity. . . . And since the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty, and the destiny of the republican model of Government, are justly considered as deeply, perhaps as finally staked, on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.

It was the first statement of presidential perspective. But a trenchant if often unkind observer, Senator William Maclay of Pennsylvania, described an awkward scene in his dishy diary:

This great man was agitated and embarrassed more than he ever was by the leveled cannon or pointed musket. He trembled, and at several times could scarce make out to read, though it must be supposed he had often read it before. He put part of the fingers of his left hand into the side of what I think the tailors call the fall of the breeches, changing the paper into his left hand. After some time he then did the same with some of the fingers of his right hand. When he came to the words “all the world,” he made a flourish with his right hand which left rather an ungainly impression. I sincerely, for my part, wished all set ceremony in the hands of the dancing masters, and that this first of men had read off his address in the plainest manner, without ever taking his eyes from the paper, for I felt hurt that he was not first in everything.

It took Washington twenty minutes to read the 1,400-word speech. Once the inaugural was completed, with the streets too crowded to accommodate coaches, Washington waded through the cheering crowd to give a prayer of thanksgiving at St. Paul’s Chapel, then attended a private dinner at New York chancellor Robert Livingston’s house followed by a night of fireworks in a strange city that he would now call his own.

“Good government, the best of blessings, now commences under favorable auspices,” crowed one newspaper. But the path was dimly lit. The Constitution required the separation of powers and presented a broad structure of government guided by republican principles. Its actual operation was a blank slate. And so Washington’s first term was preoccupied by establishing the precedent of being president. “Few who are not philosophical spectators can realize the difficult and delicate part which a man in my situation had to act,” he wrote. “I walk on untrodden ground.”

Washington selected forty-six-year-old John Jay to serve as chief justice of the Supreme Court, which would not hear a case for over a year. It was not initially known whether Washington’s choice for secretary of state, forty-four-year-old Thomas Jefferson, was in France or en route to the United States. His department consisted of only five full-time staffers. Secretary of War Henry Knox, the lone holdover from the Articles of Confederation era, had only a clerk and assistant. Attorney General Edmund Randolph was considered a consultant, without staff, and encouraged to represent private clients on the side. The Treasury Department dwarfed them all, led by thirty-four-year-old Alexander Hamilton, with a staff of thirty-nine clerks in New York and dozens of collectors and inspectors along the coast.

Washington’s cabinet meetings were modeled on his senior staff military meetings during the war. He solicited a wide range of opinions and then made up his mind. At the same time, the first Congress was clustered in Federal Hall, paid a then-princely sum of two dollars a day and set about fitfully passing new laws and fighting among themselves.

Party lines were not defined. Madison initially served as both a speechwriter to the president and a congressman who drafted the official responses to those presidential declarations. The rough coalitions reflected regional differences: urban versus rural, North versus South, with rural southerners feeling particularly persecuted.

Senator Butler of South Carolina raged against the division and dysfunction. “Never was a man more egregiously disappointed than I am,” he wrote. “I came here full of hopes that the greatest liberality would be exercised; that the consideration of the whole, and the general good, would take place of every other object; but here I find men scrambling for partial advantages, State interests and in short, a train of those narrow, impolitic measures that must, after a while, shake the Union to its very foundation.”

Vice President John Adams was also disappointed in the quality of men in the first Congress: “You might search in vain for the flashes of Demosthenes, or for the splendid illumination of Cicero,” he complained. To Connecticut’s John Trumbull “everything seems conducted by Party, Intrigue & Cabal,” while Maryland’s William Smith despaired, “It is truly distressing to be detailed here so long & do so little good.”

These complaints about Congress would echo across the centuries. But despite the fights, the first Congress and first administration were productive partners for a time. The federal judiciary and the patent office were established. Treason, piracy, counterfeiting, and murder on government property were declared the first federal crimes. Washington signed legislation calling for “the encouragement and protection of manufacturing in America” and signed a proclamation declaring a day of Thanksgiving in November. At the behest of James Madison and approval of President Washington, Congress began debating ratification of the Bill of Rights, the unfinished business of the Constitutional Convention. The first national census was also conducted, which determined that among America’s 4 million citizens, only 5 percent lived in towns with a population of more than 2,500.

From his rented three-story mansion on Cherry Street, Washington indulged in a morning ride and afternoon walk along the Battery, overlooking New York Bay, but was otherwise occupied with setting an executive example that could outlast him. He refused all social invitations, even to funerals, for fear of creating favoritism or the equivalent of court intrigues. On Tuesday afternoons, he received unscheduled visitors, formal affairs during which he would stand by the fireplace with a ceremonial sword to greet his guests.

Some citizens bristled at the trappings of pomp and circumstance that seemed more befitting of a monarchy than a republic. Jefferson railed in private against the “mimicry of royal forms and ceremonies” he saw at Federal Hall. Some New Yorkers fumed when a portrait of the president was commissioned to hang in City Hall. Others mocked his ornate carriage, led by six white horses. At the homespun state suppers, always served promptly at three o’clock, Washington came under criticism for his stoic silence, punctuated by his odd habit of occasionally drumming his silverware on the table.

He put on a brave face, but Washington’s body was rebelling under the pressure of the presidency. Months after assuming the office, he was bedridden with a golf-ball-sized malignant carbuncle on his left thigh, which had to be cut out without anesthesia, resulting in six weeks of bed rest. He confessed to David Humphreys, “I know it is very doubtful whether ever I shall arise from this bed and God knows it is perfectly indifferent to me whether I do or not.” Humphreys responded: “If, Sir, it is indifferent to you, it is far from being so to your friends and your Country. For they believe it has still great need of your services.”

Whether he liked it or not, Washington was the glue that held the new nation together. “While we had a Washington and his virtues to cement and guard the union, it might be safe,” Congressman John Vining of Delaware despaired, “but when he should leave us, who would inherit his virtues, and possess his influence? Who would remain to embrace and draw to a centre those hearts which the authority of his virtues alone kept in union?”

The individual states were rebellious and jealous. Indian attacks in the western wilderness led to complaints that the government was permitting “the distant members of the Empire to be robbed, murdered, scalped, and carried away into captivity by an insignificant herd of tawny banditti.”

The Congress was dispirited and frequently deadlocked, consumed by petty rivalries. Talk of secession already festered. And inside Washington’s cabinet, the philosophical divisions were growing bitter and personal.



The Seeds of the Two-Party System
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The Constitution was written without mentioning political parties. There was an idealistic assumption among the founders that elected representatives would reason together as individuals and their differences would reflect their constituents’ interests. The separation of powers between the president, the Supreme Court and Congress would supply the necessary checks and balances.

But there was no pure, pre-partisan Eden in America. The fault lines that erupted into our two-party system extended directly from the fractious fights over the Constitution.

When the first Congress convened in New York, the states’ rights advocates who had opposed ratifying the Constitution remained suspicious of the new government, anxious about any further encroachment of federal power. Beneath these political resentments the deeper divisions were regional—North versus South, urban versus rural—and they represented long-standing local prejudices rooted in class and perceptions of privilege.

Two debates from Washington’s first term shaped our democracy in fundamental ways: Alexander Hamilton’s centralized financial plan for the federal government to assume state war debts, and the location of the final capital of the federal government. Beneath policy preferences were intense political rivalries. Power, money and ambition drive resentments among men and these passions also helped form the foundation of our partisan system.

Thomas Jefferson’s reentry into American society after a decade as ambassador to France had been rocky. This brilliant Virginia aristocrat—a lover of books, fine wine and his slave Sally Hemings—fancied himself a populist devoted to the international expansion of liberty. Acclimating himself to the new administration, he was offended by what he saw as the trappings of monarchy surrounding President Washington and the drift toward corrupt British systems.

In the early months of 1790, when he emerged from the painful fog of one of his periodic migraines, Jefferson was shocked to see the details of Hamilton’s financial plans. This young immigrant upstart, who had been an obscure artillery officer when Jefferson was writing the Declaration of Independence, seemed to be trying to roll back the revolution by centralizing economic power in the hands of an urban elite.

While Jefferson affected a ramshackle republican persona, casually dressed and often professing his lack of political ambition, he enjoyed its subterranean machinations. Behind the scenes, he rallied his fellow southerners in Congress to oppose the administration’s efforts. And no ally was more important than James Madison.

Madison and Jefferson had first met in the fall of 1776 as members of the Virginia assembly, with Madison a bit in awe of the older, taller author of the Declaration. They became close friends and corresponded frequently throughout Jefferson’s overseas deployment during the debacle of the Articles of Confederation.

But in the years between the war and inauguration, with Jefferson in Paris, Madison became Washington’s most trusted aide for all things legislative and lyrical. More than any man, he’d formed the intellectual foundation of the Constitution while he and Hamilton became brothers in arms as the principle coauthors of the Federalist Papers.

But Madison’s focus on creating a stronger central government began to fade as the reality of politics took the place of theory. Passed over for an appointed Senate seat from Virginia because of lingering bitterness from Patrick Henry over the fight for ratification, Madison successfully ran for a congressional seat in a district dominated by Anti-Federalists, whose skepticism about the Constitution had morphed into skepticism about the Washington administration and soon hardened into outright opposition.

Madison did not shift his loyalties overnight. At first, he successfully balanced advocating for the administration’s legislative agenda with representing his rural constituents. But when Hamilton unveiled his vision for a more centralized economic system, Madison began to feel that Anti-Federalist anxieties had been justified.

While Hamilton saw his financial plan as a means of securing independence by establishing credit and paying down debts, opponents saw it as aping the British system, creating an overly centralized government that would protect urban financiers at the expense of small towns and farmers.

Representatives from rural southern states had long feared the creation of an economic aristocracy modeled on what they saw as the worst of corrupt European society. Now it seemed to be coming to pass. The rights of individual states were falling further away as the federal government grew even stronger.

At first, the debates were high-minded, with Madison making the case that Hamilton was seeking to assume powers that were never granted by the Constitution. The specter of debt, however deployed, was an abomination to Madison’s sense of fiscal responsibility (“a public debt is injurious to the interests of the people, and baneful to the virtue of government”) and seemed to ignore the cycle of war, debt and taxation that had sparked the revolution.
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